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Minnesota is laced with hundreds of streams that are
not designated canoe and boating routes. Many are
beautiful, many are wild. Many are well-known to
canoeists, many remain to be ‘“discovered.” Here are
brief descriptions of just a few of those rivers. Informa-
tion on these streams came from canoeists who have
paddled them. Although the reports have been
checked, there may be some errors, so scout ahead care-
fully. The state has not developed sites or marked
hazards along many of these streams, though some may
be served by county or other local facilities. For more
information, call or write the Minnesota Department of
Natural Resources, Rivers Section, or one of the six re-
gional department headquarters. ‘
102

Blue Earth River. High bluffs and a hardwood forest
screen the Blue Earth River from surrounding farmland
as the stream winds north toward the Minnesota River.
The Blue Earth is a class I run through frequent rapids
and is canoeable most of the summer. Large boulders in
the streambed may make canoeing difficult in low wa-
ter. The river is most commonly paddled from the
Rapidan Dam west of the town of Rapidan to the Min-
nesota River, though portaging and access at the dam is
difficult. Canoeists may also begin at the County Road
13 bridge west of Good Thunder, the U.S. Highway 169
bridge at Vernon Center or the State Highway 30 bridge
west of Amboy. A short trip is possible from the Cedar
Grove Campground downstream from the Rapidan



Dam to the Minnesota. The Blue Earth provides good
fishing, especially below the dam. Catfish are the most
commonly scught species. Anglers also catch northern
pike, walleyes, saugers and smallmouth bass.

Boundary Waters Canoe Area. The BWCA, a nationally
renowned million-acre wilderness in northeastern
Minnesota, is a labyrinth of canoe trails. Quetico Pro-
vincial Park in Canada adds to the wealth of lakes,

streams and forest teeming with fish and wildlife. Most -

rivers in this region resemble chains of lakes joined by
rapids and falls ranging from class I to unrunnable.
Portages and primitive campsites are established. For
BWCA information, write: Superior National Forest,
P.O. Box 338, Federal Building, Duluth, MN 55801,
Attn: BWCA.

Cottonwood River, The Cottonwood, a narrow tributary
of the Minnesota River that is canoeable in the high
waters of spring and early summer, is filled with many
lively class I rapids. Its quick waters harbor
smallmouth bass and a few northern pike. The river
valley supports many wood ducks, beaver and deer.
The river is canoed from the County Road 11 bridge near
New Ulm to the river’s mouth on the Minnesota. The
remnants of a dam in Flandrau State Park must be por-
taged.

Elk River. The Elk River, a tributary of the Mississippi,
glides through shallow rocky rapids and sandy swifts
as it passes marshes, rolling hills, forested bluffs and
farmland. Although the rapids are short and easy (class
1), windfalls may block the river’s upper reaches. Red-
horse are the most common fish, though smallmouth
bass are found in rocky pools. Northern pike and wall-
eyes are also caught. The river is generally canoeable
most of the summer from County Road 11 near Becker
to the Mississippi.

Le Sueur River. The Le Sueur River is a class I run
through a valley with eroding banks. Songbirds and
waterfowl are abundant. The stretch from U.S. High-
way 14 to State Highway 83 near Mankato is the section
most commonly canoed.

Lower Tamarack River. The Lower Tamarack, tum-
bling through several class I and easy class II rapids,
flows between high bluffs covered with hardwoods,
aspen and conifers on its way to the St. Croix River. The

final 20 miles of this narrow, twisting stream are usu-
ally canoeable through mid-June or after exceptionally
heavy late-summer rains. Smallmouth bass, northern
pike and crappies inhabit the few deep holes found
near the river’s mouth. A hiking trail winds from the
river’s mouth about six miles up the east side of the
river. Access is possible at several county road bridges
downstream from Duxbury.

Minnehaha Creek. Flowing from Grays Bay on Lake
Minnetonka to the Mississippi River in South Min-
neapolis, Minnehaha Creek is runnable in the spring or
after heavy rains. The river tumbles through several
class I rapids. Carry your canoe around two dams and
several culverts. Also portage Minnehaha Falls, a 50-
foot waterfall near the Mississippi. There are picnic
areas in the park near the falls.

North Shore streams. The rivers that tumble through
rapids and spill over falls along Lake Superior’s north-
ern shore are a unique blend of wildness and fury. The
names of the rapids — Sauna Bath, Sewer Pipe, Devil’s
Kettle, Second Island Falls — suggest the swift ‘de-
scents, sharp turns and blind drops that reserve these
streams for experienced decked boaters. North Shore
rivers that have been run include the Brule, Baptism,
Cross, Poplar, Cascade, Temperance and Pigeon.
Rapids and falls range from class I to class VI to impos-
sible. Trips on these hazardous waters should be led by
a paddler familiar with the river.

Although few people will be able to paddle the North
Shore streams, many nevertheless enjoy the rivers.
Parks and hiking trails are everywhere along their
banks. Steelhead and brook trout fishing is excellent.
Thousands of people visit the North Shore when the
smelt make their yearly spring run up the rivers. Some
people even cross-country ski down the streams when
the snow is very deep.

Otter Tail River. Flowing through marshes and be-
tween wooded hillsides in a wide, shallow valley of
farmland, the Otter Tail River provides a quiet class I
run with a rural or near-wilderness flavor, though its
course is interrupted by several dams. Scenery and
fishing (for northern pike and largemouth bass) are best
in the upper reaches. The river becomes increasingly
littered and fouled as it approaches its confluence with
the Bois de Sioux River, where the two streams form
the headwaters of the Red River of the North.
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Pike River. An intimate wilderness stream bounded by
dense pine forests and some marshland, the Pike River
is canoed from the County Road 21 bridge to Vermil-
ion Lake near Tower. It is runnable in the spring, early
summer and after heavy rains. The upper river flows
over a sandy bed and past sandy banks, while the lower
river flows over the igneous rock common in the Cana-
dian Shield country. Information on the Pike’s rapids is
incomplete. Most rapids are class I or class II boulder
fields at canoeable water levels. A large dam at the
river’s mouth on Vermilion Lake must be portaged.

Pine River. The Pine, bordered by hardwood forest,
farmland and marsh, flows from Norway Lake through
‘the Whitefish chain of lakes and joins the Mississippi
River near State Highway 6 north of Crosby. Fish and
wildlife are plentiful. The Pine’s occasional class I
rapids and riffles may be impassable in low water. Two
dams must be portaged. Pine River canoe route maps
are available from the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources.

104

A kayakist rides rapids into the Gorge,
a dalles on the Vermilion River in
northern Minnesota. Photo by Glen
Robinson.

Rainy River. The Rainy, a wide, slow river, forms much
of the boundary between Minnesota and Canada.
Tainted by municipal and industrial wastes, the
Rainy’s main virtue is that it is nearly always canoe-
able. Walleye, northern pike, smallmouth bass and
sturgeon inhabit the river.

Red River of the North. The Red River of the North, the
border between northern Minnesota and North Dakota,
meanders slowly through a rural setting of woods and
farmland. The river is usually canoeable, except during
heavy spring floods when the stream should be
avoided. The Red River harbors many bullheads, but
few game fish.

Rice Creek. Used heavily in the spring and during wet
summers, Rice Creek is a fun class I to class II run
within easy reach of Twin Citians. The stream winds
through a deep, wooded valley in New Brighton and
Fridley. Downed trees may prove more hazardous than
the rapids. Portage the dam at the west end of Locke
Lake in Fridley and continue down the creek to the
Mississippi.

Sand Creek. The three-mile run on Sand Creek from
County Highway 8 to State Highway 21 near Jordan is
one of the first springtime outings for white-water boat-
ers. Rapids are class I and class II. Railroad Rapids,
located beneath a railroad trestle a short distance up-
stream from the take-out, rates class III in high water.
The Jordan Dam, a 13-foot dam downstream from the
take-out, is a class IV drop in moderate water. The dam
has not been run in high water and is never run in open
canoes.

Sauk River. Canoeable from Cold Spring to the Missis-
sippi River during most of the spring and summer, the
Sauk River tumbles through several class I and class II
rapids in its last five miles. The upper river is the most
scenic stretch and is the site of a heronry. Farmland and
residential areas border the stream near St. Cloud. Be-
cause the water quality of the Sauk River is poor, swim-
ming is not advised.

Schoolcraft River. Though usually runnable only in
the spring, the Schoolcraft River is recommended by its
wild, densely forested valley. Named for Henry
Schoolcraft, the explorer who identified the source of
the Mississippi River in 1832, the river joins the Mis-



sissippi just south of Lake Bemidji. The Schoolcraft has
no large rapids.

Sturgeon River. The Sturgeon, one of the principal
tributaries of the Little Fork River in northern Min-
nesota, can provide good walleye fishing and an exciting
run through a wilderness region if canoeists are willing
to pay the price of portaging frequent logjams. Much of
the river is flanked by mature stands of jack and red
pine, spruce, fir and river-bottom hardwoods. Wood
ducks, teal, beavers, otters; mink and bears are com-
mon. The Sturgeon tumbles through several class Il and
class III rapids. The three-and-one-half-mile stretch
from the Shoe Pac Road bridge to the County Road 65
bridge is a particularly exciting class III run through
steep boulder-bed pitches. The U.S. Geological Survey
maintains a river gauge on this stretch, which is runna-
ble if the gauge indicates that the streamflow is more
than 350 cubic feet per second. Call the Grand Rapids
office for a reading. Calmer water is found downstream
from the County Road 65 bridge to the river’s mouth. A
good access is the highway wayside at the State High-
way 73 bridge about 16 miles north of Chisholm.

Sunrise River. The Sunrise, a tributary of the St. Croix,
is a swift, intimate woodland river. The stream, which
usually is less than 50 feet wide, provides a 10-mile run
in the spring or after heavy rains. Most of the river’s
several rapids are class I riffles. One drop, where the
river narrows about a mile from the river’s mouth, is an
easy class II pitch. More hazardous than the rapids are
deadfalls on the outside of river bends. Start your trip
in the park below the big dam near Kost.

Turtle River. Flowing 16 miles from Lake Julia to Cass
Lake, the Turtle River carries canoeists into the deep
woods of Chippewa National Forest. Wildlife is plenti-
ful and large wild rice beds line the river’s shores. The
small rapids in the river are not dangerous and require
no portages. The remains of several logging dams and
an old sawmill site are still visible. Big Rice Lake holds
crappies, walleyes, northern pike and perch. Access is
possible at several places. The U.S. Forest Service pro-
vides maps for the Turtle River and other canoe routes
in Chippewa National Forest.

Vermilion River. The 40-mile Vermilion River in
northern Minnesota combines wilderness with good
smallmouth bass and northern pike fishing. Flowing

north from Vermilion Lake, the river moves impercep-
tibly by marshy shores and pine forests. Occasionally,
however, the Vermilion narrows and rushes through
steep rapids which range in difficulty from class II to
class VI. High Falls, a steep waterfall in a narrow canyon
about four miles upstream from Crane Lake, must be
portaged. Table Rock Falls, the Chute and the Gorge are
also portaged by open boats. Portages have been de-
veloped around all major rapids. Access is possible at
several points. The river, except for the rapids, is run-
nable throughout the summer. Vermilion River canoe
route maps are available from the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Natural Resources.

Vermillion River. Runnable only in early spring or
after heavy rains, the Vermillion River near Hastings is
one of the first white-water runs to open in the spring.
A one-third-mile stretch of rapids that runs through a
steep sandstone canyon beneath a railroad trestle just
downstream from the Hastings Dam rates class III at
moderate levels and class IV in high water. Access is

difficult.

Whiteface River. The Whiteface River, a tributary of the
St. Louis River, is a small wilderness stream with many
class I and class II rapids. Fishing for walleyes, north-
ern pike, smallmouth bass and catfish is good. The
river’s level is controlled by the dam at the Whiteface
Reservoir. The stretch from Cotton to the river’s mouth
is runnable during most of the season. The steep, rocky
upper stretch is canoeable only in high water.

Willow River. The Willow River, a meandering stream
flowing slowly past sandy banks thick with hardwoods
and conifers, can provide an interesting start to a trip
on the upper Mississippi River. Joining the larger river
near Palisade, the Willow is a haven for bald eagles,
deer, great blue herons, ducks and snapping turtles. The
final 10-mile stretch is most commonly used.

Yellow Medicine River. Flowing swiftly past woods
and occasional expanses of prairie, the Yellow

Medicine River tumbles over many short class I and

class 1T boulder-bed rapids. The river is usually runna-
ble in the spring from the County Road 18 bridge to the
Minnesota River. Windfalls and other obstructions oc-
casionally block this narrow stream. Fishing for wall-
eyes, northern pike and smallmouth bass can be good
in the spring.
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Further reading

Here is a list of publications on canoeing compiled
from the suggestions of knowledgeable canoeists:

Paddling techniques

The All-Purpose Guide to Paddling, edited by Dean
Norman. Several experts write chapters on paddling
techniques, camping, racing, poling, conservation
and history.

Basic River Canoeing, by Robert E. McNair. McNair
fully explains the skills needed to run white water in
open canoes. He writes briefly about decked boats.

Canoe Poling, by Al, Syl and Frank Beletz. This book
explains all aspects of recreational and competitive
canoe poling.

Canoeing and Kayaking, by Wolf Ruck. Ruck’s book is a
manual of canoe and kayak techniques.

The Canoer’s Bible, by Robert Douglas Mead. This book
provides general information on buying equipment,
preparing for and taking trips, reading maps, and
other useful skills.

The Complete Wilderness Paddler, by John Rugge and
James West Davidson. A complete introduction to
wilderness canoeing, this book also explains tech-
niques useful to the seasoned paddler.

Fundamentals of Kayaking, by Jay Evans. This book, a
comprehensive guide for beginning kayakists written
by a former U.S. Olympic coach, also provides in-
formation on white-water racing.

Kayaking: The New Whitewater Sport for Everybody,
by Jay Evans and Robert R. Anderson. Evans and An-
derson’s book is one of the most authoritative and
comprehensive guides to the fast-growing sport of
decked boating.

North American Canoe Country, by Calvin Rutstrum.
Rutstrum’s book has long been regarded as the
standard guide to wilderness paddling.

A White Water Handbook for Canoe and Kayak, by
John T. Urban. Written for decked boaters, Urban’s
book introduces beginners to paddling techniques,

. river reading, equipment and safety.

Magazines

American Whitewater. Articles aimed at white-water
racers and cruisers are in this bimonthly magazine
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published by the American Whitewater Affiliation.

Canoe. This bimonthly magazine, published by the
Webb Company of St. Paul, is the official publication
of the American Canoe Association and has articles
on wilderness trips, river cruising, kayaking, boat
building and conservation.

Down River. This magazine, published monthly during
the spring, summer and fall by World Publications in
Mountain View, California, includes articles on
white water and quiet water, racing and cruising.

Building boats

Boatbuilder’'s Manual, by Charles Walbridge. Wal-
bridge, a nationally known decked boater, has writ-
ten what is generally regarded as the most thorough
and up-to-date guide to building fiberglass kayaks
and canoes. )

How to Build a Canoe. This book, published by the
Minnesota Canoe Association, tells and shows the
basics of building a wood-strip canoe.

More books

Reflections from the North Country, by Sigurd F. Olson.
This book is the latest of Olson’s several fine collec-
tions of philosophy and anecdotes about the wﬂder-
ness of northern Minnesota and Canada.

The Streams and Rivers of Minnesota, by Thomas F.
Waters. Waters, in his book published by the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, describes in detail the major
watersheds in Minnesota. He includes information
about fishing, canoeing and local history.

The Survival of the Bark Canoe, by John McPhee.
McPhee, a New Yorker magazine staff writer, writes
about the bark canoe, a past era and a lost skill.

Ultimate North: Canoeing Mackenzie’s Great River, by
Robert Douglas Mead. Mead’s narrative is an account
of a wilderness trip on the Mackenzie River in the
Northwest Territories, Canada.

Whitewater; Quietwater, by Bob and Jody Palzer. This
book, aimed primarily at white-water boaters, de-
scribes many Wisconsin and several northeastern
Minnesota and Upper Michigan streams. It also offers
thorough chapters on paddling techniques and read-
ing rivers.







